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EDITORIAL
Not long ago I was asked to write one of those ‘history of the world in a thousand
words’ entries for an encyclopaedia. In this particular case it was a ‘history of
women in the South Pacific’ in two thousand words — a request that I declined
at first, feeling that my qualifications were decidedly inadequate: I was a woman,
I was an Australian, and I had published in the area of postcolonial women’s
writing. When pushed hard enough however, I reluctantly agreed and embarked
on an intensive research project whose outcome was not only the potted history,
but also the discovery that information was scant and scattered, library holdings
were generally pretty limited, and the most important sources were often people
who knew people who could tell me this and lend me that. The exercise left me
feeling frustrated but also stimulated: I wanted to know more.
This special issue of Kunapipi is a very small part of that ‘more’. It has been
a long (a covert apology for publication delay) and a fruitful (an overt
congratulation to those who contributed) project. The ‘South Pacific’ is a lose
term, chosen for convenience rather than anything more sophisticated (Linda
Crowl’s essay includes an informative discussion of the term). For me as editor
(with the not very postcolonial strains of the Rogers and Hammerstein musical in
my head — ‘Bali Ha’i’ and ‘Some Enchanted Evening’ battling for supremacy) it
served to limit the field (or rather ocean), with an emphasis on small island cultures
(and hence the absence of Australia). After much searching, inquiring, pleading
and harassing, I received contributions from and about, New Caledonia, Solomon
Islands, Papua New Guinea, Fiji, Tahiti, Aotearoa/New Zealand, Cook Islands,
Tonga and Samoa. The issue grew beyond anything I had envisaged, and I would
like particularly to thank Paul Sharrad for his knowledge and guidance — where to
look, who to ask…. At one point I recall his suggestion to contact Konai Helu
Thaman, to which I replied ‘Who?’. An eminent poet and scholar, her poems ‘A
Celebration of Peace’ and ‘The Way Ahead’ bring the issue to a close with the
promise or at least the possibility of a green future and the prospect of peace. It
may be that this is wishful thinking, but if we have no vision of peace then we
cannot work toward it.
There are two dominant strands that bind the various contributions of this
issue together, and they are the old familiars: the forces of destruction and creation.
‘Day after Day’, writes Déwé Gorodé,
We will try to
glue back together the broken pieces of our dashed hopes
reform the slaughtered images of our strangled speech
rediscover the unity of the scattered word
thrown to the four winds of solitude by
the gunpowder of violence
…
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day after day
second after second
like the river hollowing out its bed
the ant counting her dead
the foam marking the shore
recreate the ritual phrase that unmasks treachery
reinvent the magical dance that ensures victory
(qtd Ramsay 33)
This is the violent history of colonialism, but it is also the violent history of
patriarchy: women’s poems and stories speak out against the silence of the forced
marriage, the battered wife, the raped daughter, the murdered unmarried mother.
But as much as I am repeatedly shocked by the stories that speak of violence
done to women, I am endlessly surprised by the testimonies to women’s strength,
endurance and creativity. Weaving is a theme that runs throughout the issue, not
only in the material cultures of bilum, jaki, lei, and raranga, but also in the
verbal cultures of traditional speaking and contemporary writing:
… the women gather
To thread dreams
Words and silences
Into stories and stones
Of love
That will sing
(Cresantia Frances Koya, ‘The Mothers of Wisdom’ 201)
Anne Collett
